This paper examines the influence of Islam on Albanian culture. The
Introduction
The concept of Culture 1 is a very basic mechanism to human societies because it provides for them their identity, system of belief as well as their moral values enabling them to act accordingly. The most important element of culture that helps people to build their worldview about the reality is ethos, which refers to apprehended beliefs within a cultural group that guide social interactions, i.e., independence vs. interdependence; individual rights vs. honor and protection of family; egalitarianism vs. authoritarianism; control and dominance vs. harmony and defense.
2 In other words, one's culture values become one's paradigm, defining what is real and right.
One's culture identity that is constructed on all the above mentioned values refers to the broad sense of cultural belongingness and shared values derived from (1) group membership, (2) a common history, (3) tradition and (4) language. Also, it focuses on shared behavior, symbols, values or beliefs. 3 In other words, cultural identity is understood as a complex of moral values and virtues possessed and practiced by a group of people or a community characterized by diversity. It is the cultural identity and belongingness that make people differ from one another. Besides, cultural identity or ethnicity "requires 1 The notion of culture can be deployed into "four clusters of meanings: first, culture as a cognitive category, a state of mind [with an ideal goal implied], which is the proper concern of the arts and ethics; second, culture as the level of collective social development, with this sphere of concern designated as 'culture and society'; third, culture as the arts, where a restricted sphere of self-conscious expression is designated [and may be reserved for particular groups, with their own self-images]; and fourth, culture as the way of life of people, the sphere of complex practical activity, or praxis" that denotes "sets of ideas embedded within routine practice and familiar institutions, and read them as implicated in the reports of self which we make, or in self-identity." P.W. Preston, (1997) the self-consciousness recognition by a group of individuals of commonalities that emerge through their conformity to similar ways of acting and being." 4 All aspects of cultural identity will be expressed through the possession of similar cultural starts, like language, styles of dress, personal adornment, material objects and particular ways of behaving. 5 For instance, a common way of building and decorating houses will consequently be indicative of a shared set of values, which, in turn, will indicate a cultural identity.
Since the very beginning, people were divided into groups sharing the same cultural values that gave them cultural identity and enabled them to survive. Among those people were the Albanians too, who, although small in number, have fought very hard to maintain their culture identity. The Council of Europe (2009) 6 considers "Albania," as one of the oldest countries on the Balkan Peninsula, and its people, the Albanians, have been recognized as "indigenous peoples" who, based on their unique culture and language, "would place them among the oldest groups of peoples in Europe." 7 Albania being situated at the cross roads of Europe, the Balkans, the Mediterranean and Illyria, has made it very attractive to others especially the neighboring countries, i.e., Greece, Italy, Serbia, and Macedonia. Its strategic location made Robin Alison Remington to assert that "Albania is a state slightly larger than Maryland with a strategic importance the size of China." 8 Indeed, Albania occupies a strategic location, historically and politically. At the southern entrance to the Adriatic, Albania was the steppingstone from which the Romans moved to the east. At the crossroads, many different people have passed through or maintained dominion, but the Albanian people have largely been able to maintain their unique culture identity. However, the strategic location of Albanian has not contributed a lot to the exposure of its inspiring culture values as well as its splendid beauty; rather it has created for Albania a reputation for being mysterious, unknown and unapproachable.
9 Also, Albania has been comprehended by some people as "a little known, misunderstood land which sort of swirls through the mountain mists into a never-never-land of mystery and claims of blood feuds and the exotic, having, for strangers, all the reality of 'Brigadoon.' 10 ."
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Over the past fifty years, Albania has been ruled by communist regime, which isolated it from the rest of the world in general and Europe in particular until the early 1990s when the authoritarian regime was replaced with Western democracy. However, the Western democracy introduced to Albania and Albanians has created a disorder in the Albanian culture. According to the Albanian history, the Albanian culture has been strong enough to preserve its origin and resist assimilation by other dominating cultures, like the Roman culture, Slavic culture, Ottoman culture, and Communist culture. Nevertheless, it could not resist the Western secular-capitalist culture, which within a period of twenty-one years has given it a different identity, which has made Albanians to feel strangers in their own country. Therefore, the revival of the Albanian culture is seen as a crucial starting point where Albania and its people will be able to get what they deserve the best.
Albania of the twenty-first century is one of only two Europe's predominantly Muslim country 12 (the other country is newly independent Kosovo) 13 that is struggling very hard to restore back its culture identity. In order to understand the influence of Islam Albanian culture, it is very crucial to start this study with a historical background of Albania and Albanians.
Historical Background of Albania and Albanians
Albania, according to some sources, is a name given to a country located in the Balkan Peninsula 14 derived from an ancient Illyrian tribe, the Albanoi that in turn took its name from the Indo-European word Alb denoting 'mountain', 15 who inhabited part of modern-day Albania from around 1225 B.C. to 200 C.E. 16 In another source, the name "Albania" was given by the Romans in ancient times after a port called Albanopolis. 17 Also, the name of Albania is to be found in 13th century Latin dictionaries as Arbanenses, which is similar to the Byzantine name Albanon. 18 Latter on, the name "Albania" has been replaced by its people with the name "shqipëri,"
19 which means the "Land of Eagles"
20
(from shqipónjë "eagle"). Albania 21 is a mountainous country located in south-eastern Europe and situated on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea in the southwest part of the Balkan Peninsula. It borders with Montenegro, Serbia, and Macedonia to the north and east, Kosovo to the northeast, Greece to the south and southeast, and the Adriatic Sea to the west. 22 It is one of the smallest countries in south-eastern Europe with a total area of 11,100 square miles (28.748square km). 23 The capital city is Tirana. Albania has a population of 3,581,655 (July 2006 est. Bronze Age, which helped them to advance in their social and economic development. In the later Bronze Age, the smaller Illyrian clans progressed economically, and therefore, they merged with one another to form broad Illyrian communities with common cultural and linguistic characteristics. The Illyrian economy and culture were consolidated and assumed more stable characteristics with the emergence of fortified towns, during the Iron Age, too.
30
The Albanians have been divided into two distinct tribal and dialectal groupings, Ghegs and Tosks, with the line of demarcation between them, being the Shkumbin River, which flows through Elbasan. The Ghegs and the Tosks differ from each other in linguistic, historicalcultural and socio-religious characteristics. 31 The Ghegs who were herders maintained their self-governing society which comprised of clans and an association of clans called bajrak (literally, banner). 32 The tribesmen of northern Albania recognized no law but the Code of Leke Dukagjini 33 -Kanuni i Lekë Dukagjinit, 34 which is, according to some traditions, linked with the Prince Leke himself. 35 The code regulates a variety of subjects, including blood vengeance. Also, the Canon (in Albanian -Kanun) embodied both civil and penal regulations. Even today, many Albanian highlanders regard the Canon -Kanun 36 as a supreme law of the land. In the southern part, mostly peasants Tosks lived in compact villages under their elected rulers. The genesis of the Albanian culture goes back to the Illyrian people before they settled on the shores of the Adriatic Sea. Illyrians are considered as the prehistoric inhabitants of the Balkans, whose culture is very difficult to explore, because of the absence of written documents. However, the archeological science has enabled modern people to trace their origin as well as their culture belongingness or identity. Will the help of this science, the culture of prehistoric inhabitants of Albania appears from the discoveries of dwellings, tombs, ceramics, tools, weapons, and other articles.
The Genesis of Albanian Culture
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According to the archeologists, all these discoveries enable an understanding of the domestic, economic, social and religious activities of the ancient Illyrians. The earliest records about Albanian archeology go back to the visit of Ciriaco d'Ancona by Italian galley during 1434-1435, to describe the monuments he observed in some Albanian archeological sites of Lezha, Durres, Apollonia, Butrint, etc. During this time there was shown any interest about the genesis or roots of Albania culture and heritage. Rather, these discoveries enriched foreign museums, especially those of Italy.
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They were living in a society based on tribal system of life. Therefore, many wars happened between the Illyrian tribes, which led them to the assimilation of each other culture. During the IV -II centuries BC, the Illyrians created their own states with mighty fortress in order to resist the Romans who wanted to extend their control over the Adriatic Sea. There were several Illyrian-Roman wars, which started in 229BC and ended in 167BC with the victory of Rome. Because of Roman occupation, the Illyrian people were on sale to slavery and their territory broken up into small administrative units. After the division of the Roman Empire in 395 AD, the Albanian territories were assigned to the Empire of the East, which however exercised nominal authority limited to the coastal areas, while the interior was invaded by the Goths, Huns, Bulgars, and Slavs (IV and V centuries AD).
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Although the Illyrians came under the rule of the Greeks and the Romans, yet they preserved their most important cultural elements, like language, traditions, and religious beliefs. 
Language
According to the archeological facts, it can certainly be taken that the Indo-European speakers, ancestral to the later Illyrians, were present in Albania by 2000BC at the latest. 40 Although, the Albanian Language has been influenced by the languages of those who have occupied Albania, like Greeks, Latins, Slavs, Turks and others, yet the Albanian language itself traces back to an earlier base. 41 Therefore, it has been claimed that Albanian language allegedly descended from Illyrian, who descended from Pelasgian. Albanian language is an Indo-European language of "satem" type like Armenian, Indo-Iranian and Slavonic. There has not been any literary records before 1496 A.D., but ancient Illyrian and ancient Epirote, on the basis of personal and place names, are held to be the prototypes of Geg (northern) and Tosk (southern) Albanian respectively. For instance, Illyrian mantua, mantia, "bramble," and grōssa "file," are Albanian mand, manzë and grresë respectively. Also, Macedonian, Thracian and Dacian were languages of Albanian type. 42 There have been many scholarly researches undertaken by wellknown scholars, who through their findings have connected the Albanian language with the ancient Illyrians. Godfried Wilhelm Leibnitz (1646-1717) in one of his letter of 10 December 1709, had mentioned that the Albania language is the language of the ancient Illyrians. 43 Johan Georg von Hahn (1811-1869) published in 1854 a three-volume book about Albanian Studies on Albanian history, language and culture. The ancient sources available on his time convinced him that the Illyrians were not Greeks; rather, they were descending from the ancient Pelasgians. He proved in his research that many Albanian place names carried over directly from their ancient Illyrian names. Based on this, he claimed that the Albanian language is descended directly from Illyrian that descended 40 
Traditions
The traditions and customs of the Illyrians easily can be found among the Albanians even before the Ottoman Muslims ruled them. The Illyrians were regulating their social and political life according to their tribal council whose members were among the elderly people. The same thing has been practiced by the Albanians, who were managing their social and political life according to the old tribal system. They lived for centuries within small communities of blood relations. Although the Illyrian people progressed economically, yet they were divided into many tribes, like Liburni, Dalmatae, Ardaei, Dardani, Albani, Taulanti, Labeati, Orestes, Molossi, Chaones and Thesproti. 47 This division shows that the Illyrian people were not united, and therefore, not resistant to the invaders, who many times occupied their lands, i.e., the Greeks and Macedonians, before the Romans ruled around the time of Christ. This is very important to note here that the same division took place among the Albanians, who were divided into the following tribes: the Dukagjin, Balshajt, Shpata, Muzaki, Komneni, Ariani, Thopia and Kastrioti. 48 The tribal system preserved by the Albanian community enabled them to preserve their traditions and customs as well as their value system nearly intact for several centuries until the present day. The kinship system was the basic principle for their social organization. On the other hand, besa (an oath) 49 was a symbol of loyalty for the Illyrians as well as for Albanians until today. As far as their religion is concerned, the Illyrians were Pagans, worshiping the Sun and other Planets. They had many superstitious beliefs. In fact, every empire that stepped on the lands of Illyricum, brought with them their religious and cultural values, which somehow influenced the Illyrians, and latter on what is named as Albania.
According to the history of religion of Albanians, their ancestors, the Pelasgians, did not have any material representation for their gods. Their religion was of an idol-free nature worship. In this sense, the Pelasgians having no revelation, avoided idolatry worship. 50 They believed in the life beyond the grave, therefore, they buried personal ornaments with their dead. 51 The supreme being of the ancient Illyrians is called by the name of the old Indo-European thunder god, Perendi. The name of an old Illyrian god, Hen or En, which is preserved even today in the Albanian word "Monday" E Hën.
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The religious life of Illyrians changed completely when the Greeks and the Romans occupied their land. Firstly, the Greeks introduced to them the religious system of idolization of gods. They added to Illyrian's idol-free nature of religion the art of painting and sculpture. Therefore, later Illyrians were influenced by them and started to personalize their gods in many shapes and forms. In the religion of the ancient Albanians, the Pelasgians, there was not any revealed book or a charismatic founder. It did not have any developed theology, or creed to define their religion. Rather, their religion was practiced at every house by each father, who served as priest of his own household. 53 Secondly, the Romans made a little religious contribution to occupied Albania, because, their religious system was not different from the Greeks. The difference could be seen in the names dedicated to their gods. For instance, the supreme Roman god of the spy was Jupiter, which corresponds to the Greek god Zeus. Both, the Greeks and Romans made their gods in their own image. However, Christianity was introduced to the Illyrians, Albanians, during the Roman occupation. According to some historical sources, Christianity in Albania claims apostolic foundation. 54 Christianity, hence, was introduced to the Illyrians during the first century of the Christian era, which is before Constantine declared Christianity as the official religion for the Roman Empire. The above passage shows that the strong culture identity developed by the Albanians since the beginning of their existence as a separate community dwelling on the shores of the Adriatic Sea, has helped them to preserve the genesis of their culture values from the assimilation of dominating cultures, which have been present in the Albania territory as a result of invasion or occupation.
The Process of Integration Between Muslim Culture And Albanian Culture
The Illyrians or the Albanians came under the Muslim rule in the 14 th and 15 th centuries, when the Ottoman Muslims entered the western Balkans. During the five centuries of their rule, about two-third of the Albanian population, including its most powerful feudal landowners, embraced Islam, which was not introduced to them by force. Before discussing the process of integration between Muslim culture and Albanian culture, it will be very important to identify two major factors that led Albanians to accept Islam as their way of life.
The first most important factor that led Churches in the northern part of Albania remained under the administration of the Latin Church based in Vatican. The Churches of central and southern parts of Albania remained under the jurisdiction of the Eastern Orthodox Church centered in Constantinople. 57 After the division of the Churches, the Albanian land became a place of battle arena for the political and religious supremacy of each church. This created disorder in the Albanian community and threatened the future of Albanian cultural and territorial identities. This had a great impact also on the religious aspect of the Albanians, who lost their trust towards the churches. 58 In this sense, the theological conflict between the Orthodox and Catholic Churches, worsen the religious aspect of Albanians' everyday life, who thought that Christianity could contribute to their unification. Also, Albanians did not see any kind of support from both Churches in this aspect, and therefore, they accepted the Ottoman Muslims as their only hope for their survival.
The second factor is the threat caused to Albanian culture and land by the neighbors, such as Bulgarians, Serbs, ormans, and Venetians who ruled the Balkans especially Albania from tenth to fourteenth centuries. 59 Their occupation created many problems for the Albanian culture. All of them had a very dangerous aim towards Albania and its culture. They tried very hard to assimilate Albanian culture by introducing their cultural values. For instance, the Serbian central government and Serbian church made the old Slavic language as the administrative language. All documents and sacred books were translated from the Greek language to Slavic language. They ordered the destruction of all documents written in Latin Alphabet, like Albanian or Latin. 60 The cultural reforms introduced by the Serbs and other neighboring countries to the Albanians, led to the destruction of Albanian culture and heritage.
Furthermore, Albanians were attempting to create for themselves a culture identity as well as a territorial landmark, which will enable them to establish a unique identity. It was very important for Albanians to have a unique religion as well as a unique country. These two important desires of the Albanians became a reality when Albanian came under the Ottoman administration. The integration process between the Muslim culture and the Albanian culture has been very necessary and the only way to preserve the Albanian ethnicity as well as its borders. 61 The Ottoman Muslims have spread Islam to the Balkans and especially to the Albanians without force. The process of Islamization has been done based on the voluntary bases of individuals who freely would like to embrace Islam.
According to Islam, there is no compulsion in embracing Islam as a way of life.
62 Every Muslim regardless of race, colour, language, or nationality shares the same DÊn (Transcendental Way of Life) al-IslÉm (total submission and obedience to Allah S.W.T.) on which his cultural identity is based. For a Muslim, Islam is not a part of his culture; rather it is a way of life on which his spiritual and physical aspects of life are based. Indeed, one's willingly submission to the fold of this DÊn, denotes that all aspects of his spiritual and material, individual and communal, social and cultural, economic and political, religious and secular life will be governed by it.
In this sense, al-IslÉm stands for a Muslim as a comprehensive way of life and not as a part or aspect of his culture, on which his worldly and hereafter affairs will be entirely managed. When al-IslÉm introduces itself to a community, it will not change or eliminate the cultural values that do not violate Islamic rulings, it will change only those cultural values that bring harm and enmity to the members of society.
Al-IslÉm teaches Muslims to practice Islamic cultural values not only within the boundaries of al-MasjÊd
63 or their houses. Rather, they should practice them in their individual, familial, and communal aspects of life as well as in their relationships with other fellow Muslims and non-Muslims. In this sense, Muslims should develop for themselves an exemplary personality with the highest Islamic moral and cultural values, as Prophet Muhammad (p.b.u.h.) did, in order to be respected and accepted by others. Otherwise, the Islamic values and teachings could be vilified and opposed by others, i.e., the Jews, Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, secularists, and others.
The Muslim history has shown that after the Prophet (p.b.u.h.), there have been many righteous Muslim leaders who have treated their subjects according to the Divine Decree of Allah (s.w.t.), and therefore, their subjects, i.e., Muslims and non-Muslims, have lived peacefully by respecting each other's ways of life. As a result, progress and prosperity have been achieved. This can be seen clearly in the time of the four Righteous Successors of the Prophet (p.b.u.h.), al-Andalusia, the Ottoman Caliphate, etc.
Indeed, the Ottoman Sultan 64 , Mehmet II, introduced the same kind of al-IslÉm to the Albanians. It is very important to mention here that the greatest kindness for the Ottoman Muslims they could show a man was to bring him into the salvation of al-Islam.
65 Therefore, such good attitude made them expand the territories of the Ottoman Caliphate outside the walls of Istanbul up to the Balkans, and especially Albania, which came immediately under the protection of the Ottoman Caliphate. The good attitude of Ottoman Muslims increased by 1690 the number of Albanian Muslims to 70%, approximately the same ratio as today. Those who embraced Islam first were the noble families, who latter were followed by their subjects. 66 The Ottoman Sultan introduced the Millet (grouping people according to their national identity) system in order to have a smooth administration of countries, which were under the Ottoman governance. This system was the most important mechanism to maintain ethnic and cultural autonomy and pluralism among the subjects of the Ottoman Caliphate, who were coming from different cultural and religious backgrounds. According to this system, every Millet (religious community) 64 Sultan (representing the Ottoman Caliphate) had the highest authority and responsibility towards Muslim and non-Muslim subjects living together within the Ottoman Caliphate boundaries, i.e., inside and outside Istanbul, and who were under his protection. "had the right to deal with religious matters concerning the Church and priesthood, with matters relating to the individual and the family such as marriage, divorce, engagement ...... and inheritance." 67 Every group of people of the Millet system, spoke the same language, had the same religion, customs, folklore, etc. Different ethnic and cultural groups existed side by side. They had sufficient knowledge about the other's way of life. 68 In other words, the existence of cultural autonomy and pluralism in the Ottoman caliphate have contributed a lot to the process of integration between Muslim culture and other's cultural values. This phenomenon can be seen obviously in the Albanian context.
The governing of Albania by the Ottoman Muslims from 1478 until 1912 69 brought indeed a great change and progress in the cultural system of the Albanian community. Albania and Albanians were to be subjected to over four hundred years of Ottoman Islamization process, which led to the change of Albania as a country as well as its culture. Since then, the old Albania culture was replaced with a new culture, the Muslim culture, which contributed significantly in the making of today's Albanians and their culture. 70 Some have argued that the expansion of the Ottoman Caliphate territory to the southern had a positive consequence particularly for the Albanians of saving them from the ethnic assimilation by their neighbors, especially the Greeks and Slavs. It is very important to mention here that Albania became truly Albanian in an ethnic sense during the Ottoman Caliphate period, only. Muslims in the seventeenth century to insure the loyalty of the Albanians. This process was not achieved forcibly; rather, it was the concrete economic incentives that caused the conversions, such as the promise of land and lower taxes. 72 Islam had a great impact on the development and sustainability of Albanian culture. In the first centuries under Ottoman rule, Albanian cultural and literary production expressed itself exclusively in Turkish, Arabic, and Persian. Few religious texts, poems, and historical treatises were published in Albanian from the mid-fifteenth century onwards. The Albanian language, written in the Arabic alphabet, became increasingly influenced by Turkish. 73 The Albanian literature written in Arabic letters, which has been known as the literature of bejtexhinjve. The Albanian alhamiada written in a good Albanian syntax was spread in all parts of Albania. This type of literature was a part of the spiritual life of Albanians at large. 74 We have to emphasize here that the close relationship between the universal motives of the eastern culture as well as the philosophical writings in both oriental and Albanian languages, had a great influence on an Albanian's life. For instance, the integration between these two cultures can be seen in the spiritual and material aspects of the Albanians as well as in Albanian architecture, dressing, cooking, house decoration, character, popular literature, etc.
Al-DÊn al-IslÉmÊ introduced to the Albanian culture the concept of TawÍÊd, Allah (S.W.T.), which existed in the Illyrian religion before Greeks and Romans occupied them, who introduced to them the idolworship of God. The oneness of God has been more logical to the ancient Albanians than the anthropomorphic form of Greek or Roman gods. Thus, Islam became the comprehensive way of life for every Albanian Muslim. Muslim culture added to the Albanian culture of those Albanians who embraced Islam, the beauty of Islam through the building of Masajids, Medreses, etc. Therefore, many Masjids were built in Albania since the beginning. Albanian's oldest Masjid was built in 1380 in the town of Berat, 75 which latter on became the most important centre for the integration of Muslim and Albanian cultures. There were established many Madrasah (Islamic religious schools) . Also, at the beginning of the eighteenth century in Berat flourished an intellectual elite and circles of poets who imitated Arab and Persian poets. 76 In other words, Berat, has been the most important city in Albania, which served as the centre for the Islamization process between the Muslim culture and Albanian culture. In Albania were established 1,127 Masjids, 1,306 Imams and Muftis and seventeen primary schools. 77 The integration of Muslim culture with the Albanian culture was done by the Albanian Muslims who after embracing Islam, dedicated themselves to the service of the Ottoman Caliphate. In order to appreciate the support of the Muslim Turks towards Albanian cultural and ethnic identities, the Albanian people in general and Muslims in particular served the Ottoman Caliphate sincerely. During the flourishing period of the Ottoman Caliphate, second part of fifteenth century until the first part of seventeenth century, many Albanians dedicated themselves willingly to the service of the Caliphate. Therefore, 25 out of 92 grand viziers were of Albanian origin, which is more than those of Turkish origin. Albanians proved themselves to be great army commanders, warriors, scholars, philosophers, poets, diplomats, historians, architects, medical doctors, and masters in different professions. 78 Some of the most outstanding military commanders likewise had Albanian roots. 79 For instance, at the end of the seventeenth century, four Albanian Muslims from the Koprulu family, Mehmet, Ahmed, Mustafa, and Hussein, served as grand wazirs in the Ottoman Caliphate. 80 These successes transformed the Albanians in the Ottoman Empire into loyal subjects whose future and identity were closely intertwined with the Ottoman Caliphate. Although Albanians got their independence from the Ottoman Caliphate on 1912, yet the Islamic values on which their culture was established continued to dominate the daily life of every Albanian Muslim even during the communist regime. From the above discussion, it is obvious that the integration of Muslim culture and Albanian culture had taken place during a period of four hundred years, when the Albanians became the legal subjects of the Ottoman Caliphate. The Albanians saw the Muslim Turks as the only protectors against the often hostile Greeks and Serbs.
Conclusion
The findings achieved from this paper show that the integration of 
